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            Foreword

         

         In 1611, a ship called The Clove set off from a remote wind-swept island in the far northwest of the Eurasian continental landmass. Two years later, it ended up at some balmier islands on the opposite side – Japan.

         The chief merchant, John Saris, carried a letter from his king, James I of England, reading: ‘Even in our country we have heard with certainty of the greatness of the glory of the lord Shogun of Japan …’ He also had gifts, including the very latest technology – a telescope – invented three years earlier and the first to leave the shores of Europe.

         The Clove was a venture of the newly formed East India Company, which aimed to cash in on the lucrative trading opportunities that had so far been monopolised by the Spanish and Portuguese – the great empires of the day.

         The British knew about the wealth of Asia thanks to the goods that had filtered back by way of the Silk Road, along with the somewhat dubious writings of the traveller Marco Polo and the booty that British buccaneers took from captured Spanish and Portuguese galleons. Now they wanted a more secure source of it for themselves.

         There was already an Englishman in Japan, a shipwrecked mariner called William Adams, who had become the confidante of the shogun. With Adams’s help, Saris was granted audiences with Shogun Tokugawa Hidetada xvand Retired Shogun Tokugawa Ieyasu (the real power in the land), and received permission to trade.

         Ieyasu gave him two suits of armour and painted screens as gifts for King James and a letter reading: ‘Though separated by ten thousand leagues of clouds and waves, our territories are as it were close to each other.’

         Thus, the destinies of these two island nations were briefly linked.

         The English factory – a trading station – closed after eleven years and the links were lost. But Japan was not forgotten. Exquisite Japanese artefacts made their way west via the Dutch trading station and Gulliver in Jonathan Swift’s 1726 satire Gulliver’s Travels visited a real country – Japan. But no matter how intrigued the British were by this remote and exotic place, they could never have imagined what a long and extraordinary history it had, stretching way back to mythical times.
xvi
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1
            Introduction

            BEFORE TIME BE GAN

         

         AGE OF THE GODS

         The story of Japan begins with a dance.

         In the beginning there was chaos. Then deities emerged from the primordial ooze and after seven generations two brother and sister gods, Izanagi and Izanami, were born. Commanded by the older gods to form order from the chaos, they descended from heaven on a rainbow bridge. Izanagi dipped his spear in the oily primordial mass and drops fell from its tip and formed the islands of Japan.

         Myriads of other gods emerged from the loins of these two. One was Amaterasu, the Sun Goddess. While she was happy there was light. But one day her brother, the Storm God, insulted her and she hid in a cave, plunging the world into darkness. The gods thought up ways to lure her out but nothing worked. Finally the Goddess of Dance and Merriment broke into an exuberant and distinctly unseemly dance, tearing off her clothes. The gods burst into uproarious laughter and Amaterasu, unable to contain her curiosity, peeked out of her cave. And so the world was saved. 2

         THE JŌMON, HUNTER-GATHERERS IN A LAND OF PLENTY

         14,500 BCE. Dawn in a forest, somewhere on the eastern edge of the Asian continent. People are gathering wood while others kneel, making a bonfire. They shiver and pull their animal-skin coats more closely around their thin woven garments. Some wear their long hair loose, others tied in place with bone or wooden hairpins.

         They’ve discovered that where they make bonfires the earth beneath is burnt rock hard. The clay soil is dense and malleable. A woman takes a handful and shapes it, fashioning a hollow with her thumb, squeezing the edges into walls, easing them out, making them thinner.

         Then she puts her moulded clay into the fire. It comes out hard, impermeable enough to hold water or food. It’s a pot, a revolutionary technology that will transform all their lives.

         Millennia later she and her people will come to be called Jō-mon, ‘rope design’, after the twisted cord patterns which they impress on their pots.

         The first Jōmon pots have been carbon dated to 14,500 BCE. In the west it would be another 7000 years before Mesopotamians were making their first pots and many more centuries before the Sphinx or the pyramids were constructed. But in Japan and China, millennia before people started making pots anywhere else in the world, they were boiling and storing their food.

         Long before the Jōmon started making pots, the world was engulfed in the Ice Age. Much ocean water had frozen and sea levels fell so low that great tracts of land – land bridges – joined 3the Asian mainland, present-day Siberia and Korea, to what is now Japan. The ancestors of the Jōmon trekked eastwards towards the sun, following herds of long-tusked prehistoric elephants and giant deer, in search of game to hunt and food to forage.

         
            
[image: ]Spectacular flame pots, made between 3500 and 2500 BCE, were used for cooking and storage, but the creators also enjoyed the decorative possibilities. The rope designs were originally modelled on woven baskets and may have had specific symbolic meanings.

            

         

         It was cold and snowy and there were terrible storms. Food was hard to find. But once the Jōmon had pots, they boiled vegetables, acorns and horse chestnuts and carried supplies with them when they travelled. They cooked soft food for babies and toothless old people, who could live longer and pass on their lore.

         Around 11,000 BCE, the glaciers melted. The ice retreated and the seas rose and severed the land bridges, creating the islands that we know as Japan. The weather became balmy, 4warm and humid with plenty of rainfall.

         These hunter-gatherers found themselves in a land of plenty, a kind of paradise. There were nuts, berries, roots, fruits, seeds and mushrooms to be gathered in the lush deciduous forests that covered the hillsides, and wild boar, deer, mountain goats and bears to be hunted, trapped or chased down with dogs. Higher up the slopes the hunters found obsidian, hard volcanic rock which they chipped into arrowheads and spear tips. Where the land bridges had been, shallow seas now teemed with tuna, porpoises, seals and salmon. They dined on shellfish, crabs and seaweed, leaving enormous refuse heaps of shells.

         The land was so fertile that they didn’t need to roam far in search of food. Most hunter-gatherers didn’t make pottery, which would have been heavy to lug around. But the Jōmon were different. For them, food was so abundant that they settled down and over time developed a rich and sophisticated culture. Over the millennia, the population grew from a few thousand to a quarter of a million.

         Ten thousand years after that first pot, around 4000 BCE, they began to form larger communities. They built houses with thick thatch that stretched to the ground and a pit in the centre where a fire crackled, sending smoke billowing out of a circular opening in the roof. In some places they ate wild soybeans, gourd, aduki beans and peaches which they foraged or may even have cultivated in a casual way.

         A particularly large community grew up at Sannai Maruyama in the north of Honshu island. By 2900 BCE there were 700 houses, some with stone floors, with thatched storage 5houses on stilts for food and watchtowers on massive wooden pillars. There were other settlements, too. At the centre of many were oval longhouses, great halls where people from all around met for rituals and festivals. Life was so easy that there was no need for everyone to go foraging. Some became potters, making magnificent pots with exuberant wave and flame designs leaping around the flared rims, which they used for cooking and serving. Every pot was different, and each was a work of art; this was a society that appreciated artistry.

         Some of the artisans made dogū (‘earth spirits’), beautifully crafted figurines, some with bulging eyes and elaborate hair-styles or pregnant like earth mothers, others in the shape of dogs or pigs.

         
            
[image: ]Dogū created in the Final Jōmon period (1000–300 BCE), in Kamegaoka, near Sannai Maruyama. It is hollow inside and was carefully burnished before it was fired. It was originally painted with red pigment and traces can still be seen.

            

         

         6The dogū help us imagine the Jōmon and their lives. We picture them in their longhouses, their faces and bodies tattooed, in garments woven from mulberry bark or hemp, wearing earrings, necklaces and pendants. Many are missing teeth, deliberately knocked out as a rite of passage. They dance and sing to the music of drums, zithers and deer-antler whistles. They gather while shamans who have consumed mushrooms or alcohol enter trances and mediate with the spirits to request success in their fishing and hunting trips, and protection against eruptions, typhoons, floods and earthquakes.

         Sannai Maruyama was a major trading centre. People trekked from village to village or shuttled in dugout canoes across the straits to Ezo, now Hokkaido, or even to mainland Asia. They traded obsidian arrowheads, lacquerware, pottery, jade, amber, salt, shell bracelets, bone and antler needles, fish hooks and toggle-head harpoons.

         But then around 1500 BCE the climate started to cool. Nevertheless, when farmers began to settle on the island of Kyushu, sculling across from the Korean peninsula around 900 BCE, the Jōmon did not follow their example and take up farming. Why should they break their backs hoeing and tilling when they could still gather as much food as they needed?

         The climate grew still cooler and food became less abundant and the Jōmon population declined rather sharply. Huge changes were about to begin.

         AT THE EDGE OF THE WORLD

         The lives of the Jōmon and all those who followed them were intimately bound up with the land they lived in. 7

         Japan is a country of islands, strung like a necklace around the Asian mainland, from Korea in the south to Siberia in the north. Even at the nearest point it’s still 190 kilometres from mainland Asia, a lot further than Britain is from continental Europe, and considerably more remote. The sea provides an effective barrier against invasion and has enabled the culture to develop in distinctive ways. It has also meant that at crucial times the Japanese have been able to isolate themselves from developments elsewhere in the world.

         Throughout its history Japan has had a complicated relationship with its neighbours, Korea and China. For many centuries China was to the rest of Asia as Greece and Rome were to Europe, a beacon of civilisation, setting a pattern which others followed. The early Japanese borrowed much of their art, philosophy, religion and even writing from China, then transmuted them to create a unique culture.

         The Japanese archipelago is long and narrow. It stretches more than 3200 kilometres, with huge variations of climate and landscape, from Hokkaido in the north, buried under snow for nearly half the year, to subtropical Okinawa in the south. From east to west you are never more than 150 kilometres from the sea.

         Four-fifths of the land is densely forested mountains, leaving very little flat land for settlement or agriculture, though the coastal plains, where most of the population lives, are extraordinarily fertile. In central and southern Japan a huge amount of rain falls. In the hot humid summers you can almost see rice plants sprouting and bamboo shoots surging up.

         In geological terms, the land is young, studded with active 8volcanoes. It’s a landscape in upheaval. Earthquakes crack open the ground, making it undulate like an ocean, and there are eruptions and tidal waves. Hot water reeking of sulphur gushes from fissures in the rocks. Tremors are part of everyday life.

         The Jōmon would have experienced their world crashing down around them, not on rare occasions but as a familiar and dreaded event. There would have been good reason to believe there were spirits in nature whom it would make sense to propitiate.

         Many early peoples worshipped nature. But while in other cultures animistic belief tended to fade away or be absorbed into universal faiths such as Buddhism or Christianity, in Japan it remained strong, perhaps because of the country’s isolation and remoteness and the wild capriciousness of nature. Known as Shinto, the way of the gods, it is considered the native Japanese religion, whereas Buddhism is foreign, imported. In Japan, Buddhism and Shinto exist side by side. The Shinto kami (gods) are everywhere – the sky, mountains, mountain ranges, trees and rocks. They take care of you in life; they keep you healthy, help you find love and ensure your business is successful. Conversely, Buddhism takes care of you after death.

         There are regular festivals, Bacchanalian affairs where sweating youths in loincloths carry mikoshi, floats bearing the gods, through the streets, chanting, shouting and consuming copious amounts of sake. The Jōmon probably enjoyed similar festivities.

         Often the festivals mark the changes of the seasons. Since 9ancient times the Japanese have celebrated their four very distinct seasons – the plum and cherry blossom in spring, the heat of summer when there is dancing and fireworks, the full moon and red and gold maple leaves in autumn, the snow in winter. This heightened awareness of the world around us and of beauty colours Japanese culture, alongside a profound sense of the fleeting nature of all things, including human life. All this has created a very distinctive aesthetic – a love of the rough and natural-looking, the asymmetric, which we see right from the start in Jōmon pots. It’s also expressed in poetry. From the earliest times Japanese have loved to record their feelings and response to nature and to what life throws their way in poems.

         
            
[image: ]Inuyama festival celebrating the flowering of the cherry blossom.

            

         

         This is the story of a small country at the very edge of the world that managed to avoid colonisation, overcome the devastation of World War II and not just spring back but become 10immensely successful and prosperous, while maintaining its character and culture. It’s the story of an emperor descended from the Sun Goddess, of empresses, warlords, samurai, merchants, businessmen, women warriors, court ladies, geisha and all the larger-than-life individuals who shaped this extraordinary society.

         Some notes:

         
	In this book, I have divided the eras in the traditional way, by historical phase, then by where the capital was located and after 1868 by emperor, using the era name, which became the emperor’s posthumous name.

            	The Japanese have an easy-going approach to religion. Buddhist temples and Shinto shrines are often side by side, with a Shinto shrine inside a Buddhist temple. In English ‘temple’ conventionally indicates a Buddhist place of worship while ‘shrine’ is a Shinto place of worship.

            	I use the Japanese order for names, surname first. People often change their names to mark the different stages of life, like a pen name or a stage name. Famous people are usually referred to by their first name or pen name, as in Basho or Saikaku. Family members often have very similar given names to indicate continuity and connection. I’ve reduced the number of names I’ve used, particularly when names are very similar, to avoid confusion.

            	In earlier eras clan name and given name were often 11linked by no, ‘of’. Minamoto no Yoshitsune is Yoshitsune of the Minamoto clan, like Roger de Montgomery or Otto von Habsburg.

            	Important people such as emperors have a posthumous name; Meiji is the posthumous name of Emperor Mutsuhito.

            	Japanese names and words are generally pronounced as they are spelt, with each syllable distinct. Vowels are pure and consonants non-aspirated, like Italian. There is equal stress on all syllables; Japanese poems are about syllable count rather than rhyme or rhythm.

            	The macron indicates where ‘o’ and ‘u’ should be lengthened. I’ve omitted the macron from common place names such as Tokyo and Kyoto and historical terms such as daimyo and shogun. 12
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            CHILDREN OF THE SUN

            400 BCE–710 CE

         

         THE FIRST EMPEROR

         Dissatisfied with the multitudinous deities who had taken over the newly created land of luxuriant rice fields, Amaterasu the Sun Goddess sent her grandson Ninigi down to rule over them. To establish his authority, she gave him the three sacred regalia: a bronze mirror, a sword and a curved jewel.

         Ninigi landed on Mount Takachiho in Kyushu. He chose a beautiful goddess, Princess Flowering Blossom, to be his consort, but her father demanded that he take her ugly sister as well. When Ninigi refused, the father cursed their offspring, decreeing that their lives would be ‘as brief as the cherry blossom’. Thus, the race of mortals was born.

         Three generations later, Ninigi’s great-grandson, Jimmu, battled his way to the centre of the country and established his capital there and on 11 February 660 BCE founded the empire of Japan. 14

         THE YAYOI: AGRICULTURE BRINGS WEALTH AND WARFARE

         In 57 CE an envoy from a place the Chinese called the Land of Wa – ‘Dwarf Country’ or ‘Land of Subject People’ – made an epic journey by ship, ox cart and sedan chair to Luoyang, the magnificent capital of the mighty Chinese empire, bearing tribute. Emperor Guangwu of the Later Han Dynasty accepted this distant territory as a tributary and presented the envoy with a solid gold seal, inscribed ‘to the King of Na in the land of Wa’. Amazingly, the small square seal was found in 1784, buried in a field in northern Kyushu. The Chinese record of this visit is the first written reference to the land that would become Japan. It would be another five centuries before the Japanese adopted writing.

         While the Jōmon carried on their hunter-gatherer lifestyle, on the Korean peninsula farmers had been scratching a living from the soil, growing rice in dry fields, since around 2200 BCE. China had had agriculture, metal tools and writing for a thousand years and some of these developments spread to Korea. But Korea’s colder climate made it harder to grow rice.

         Eventually some of these impoverished farmers began to cross the straits to Kyushu. They established settlements and traded with the Jōmon. Kyushu was warmer and swampier than Korea and rice grew better there.

         In other parts of the world, hunter-gatherers quickly took up farming. But the prosperous Jōmon didn’t need to.

         ‘Then around 400 BCE the climate grew dramatically cooler and life suddenly changed. As the Jōmon population declined, Korea’s farming population boomed, and waves of immigrants 15began to arrive in greater numbers than ever before. Some were refugees fleeing the constant warfare in Korea.

         The newcomers were taller, more lightly built and with slenderer faces than the Jōmon. They brought iron as well as bronze tools and began making wooden shovels, hoes and ploughs, and digging and irrigating paddy fields. Thus the Iron Age arrived in Japan.

         Like the Jōmon, the newcomers made pots. They were more austere than the Jōmon pots: clean, functional, smooth shapes, fired at higher temperatures to a reddish-brown colour. Archaeologists dubbed the new lifestyle Yayoi, after the Tokyo district where their pottery was first discovered in 1884.

         The Jōmon also took up rice cultivation, but little by little the newcomers took over. There was some intermarriage, but eventually the Jōmon remained mainly in the north. The Ainu of Hokkaido are often thought to be their descendants and preserve aspects of their culture, including face tattoos. The Yayoi went on to populate the archipelago. Most modern-day Japanese are descended from these immigrants from Korea.

         As agriculture developed, people moved from the forests to the fertile plains and formed permanent farming communities. Some drained the paddies to grow millet, barley and wheat in winter. They introduced many other crops, along with domesticated pigs. All this triggered a population explosion in Kyushu and from there farming quickly spread across Japan.

         The Yayoi lived in wood and stone houses on stilts with thatched roofs. They forged farming tools, weapons, armour 16and bronze mirrors with elaborate designs on the back. They also made dōtaku, big ceremonial bronze bells.

         Agriculture brought trouble. While the prosperous Jōmon had had plenty of food to go round and had been fairly egalitarian, the Yayoi began to hoard their rice. It became a form of wealth. People could trade it, and those who had more had power over those who had less. In this way, a class system developed, with overlords, commoners and slaves. From about 100 BCE, they started burying their elite in splendid graves, together with luxury goods such as glass beads, jade and bronze swords, and mirrors.

         As the population grew, villages grouped together. Hundreds, then thousands of people settled on the plains and on hilltops. By the first century CE there were more than a hundred small kingdoms. The swampland and plains most suitable for growing rice filled up and there was fighting, then wars, over land and water.

         At Yoshinogari, once a huge Yayoi settlement in northern Kyushu, archaeologists discovered stone and bronze weapons, caches of arrowheads, headless skeletons and others with arrowheads embedded in their skulls and limbs. There, 1200 people once lived, surrounded by a protective moat. Inside were more fortifications, watchtowers and fences with gates, communal kitchens, a meeting house and an inner enclosure where the ruler lived.

         After seed sowing in the fifth month and harvest in the tenth, the Yayoi held festivals where they offered prayers and fermented rice liquor to the gods and the ancestral spirits. Shamans led the ritual dancing, wearing bronze mirrors which 17reflected the sun’s rays and were perhaps used for divination and magic, marking them out as being in touch with higher powers. From early times the shamans were all-important in ensuring the wellbeing of the tribe. It made sense to choose a shaman as ruler, and many were women.

         
            
[image: ]Yoshinogari watchtower. The Yayoi lived in a time of wars and needed to watch out for enemies.

            

         

         HIMIKO, SHAMAN QUEEN

         In 238 CE a diplomatic mission from the land of Wa arrived in the capital of the Chinese Wei dynasty, bringing tribute of four male slaves and six female slaves, plus two rolls of cloth, each 6 metres long. The Chinese dynastic chronicles record that the emperor responded: ‘You live very far away across the sea; yet you have sent an embassy with tribute. Your loyalty and filial piety we appreciate exceedingly. We confer upon you therefore the title “Queen of Wa Friendly to Wei,” together with the 18decoration of the gold seal with purple ribbon. We expect you, O Queen, to rule your people in peace and to endeavour to be devoted and obedient.’ He sent Queen Himiko a gift of a hundred bronze mirrors.

         Himiko, ‘Sun Priestess’ or ‘Daughter of the Sun’, is the first name in Japanese history to come floating up through the mists of time, though it’s not known whether she really existed or is legendary. There is no mention of her in the Kojiki or the Nihon Shoki, Japanese histories assembled centuries after her time, but her life is recorded in detail in the Chinese annals contemporary to her.
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